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Obfervations on the Stone Coffins found at Chrift- 
Church. By Mr. Pegge. 'In a Letter to Guftavus 
Brander, Efq. 

Read at the Society of ANTtQ.uARiES, Nov. 13, 1777. 
DEAR SIR, 

I CANNOT deny myfelf the pleafure of prefeuting you with 
fome curfory obfervations on three very fingular Aone 
coffins lately difeovered at your feat of Cbrijl-churcb T-wynham. 
of which you was fo obliging as to fend me a Iketch. 



The 


2 


Mr. PecGE on the T^vynham Stone Coffins, 

The ftouc coffin is of very remote antiquity in this ifland, 
for the kift vaen of the Britons ought, as I apprehend, to be re- 
ferred to it. Some of thefe rude fcpulchral receptacks I have 
leen myfelf in Derbyffiire, and others may be found deferibed 
in Camden [a]. 

Your coffins, which are fomewhat more artificial, appear 
to be a degree of improvement on the former ; and there is a 
circumftance or two attending them, which make them highly 
worthy of notice. They arc compofed not of one block, formed 
by excavation, as the ftone coffins often, and very anciently, 
weref^], but of various, not fewer than ten or eleven pieces; 
and there docs not appear to have been any (lone underneath 
for the body interred to lie upon. 

As to the firll particular, it may be doubted whether the 
parties concerned could find any (lones proper for the (ervice 
in the neighbourhood of Chrift-church, fothey had^recourfe to 
Normandy for them (for the (lones are apparently French from, 
about Caen), where they cither could not obtain a (ingle (lone 
of a competent fize, or,' as I rather think, were not then po(- 
(tlTed of the idea of making ufc of fuch an one, and fn tr anf. 
ported a number of fmaller ones. And this I edeem an argu- 
ment of the antiquity of your coffin, (ince, in later ages, the 
(lone coffins have alw.iys been found compo(ed of one piece, 
with a lid or cover. Again, I know not whether this might 
not have been in imitation of the Romans, for though this peo- 
ple at laft applied the (ingle (lone, as we (hall fee hereafter, 
yet Mr. Thore(by tells us, “ There was digged up at the 
“ fame place [a Roman burying ground at York] a fort of 
« coffin made of cl.iy ; I have by me part of the bottom, which 

[a] Camden, col. 707. 740. 7 SI- 7 S 3 - 77 a- 
[i] Sec below. 

(fori 


Digitized by Google 


Mr, Pegge on the Twyiiham Stone Cofins. 3 

“ (for the convenience of baking I prefume) wjs divided into 
“ feveral fuch parts-, this is entire as firft mouldeil by tlie 
“ Romans, is i4i incites long, and alinoft 1 1 broad at the nar- 
“ rower end, and nigh lii at the broader, &c."[c] He adds, 
that there were in hisMufeum “ fragments alfo or luch a cofBn 
“ found at Burgdurum." All which I'ecms to fliew, that at 
firft the ftone coffins, both among the Britons and Bomans, 
confifted of a number of parts, and that the cutting them out of 
a (ingle block was a later improvement; yours confequently is 
of the more antique kind. 

The next and laft improvement in the Aone coffin, was by 
forming them of a Angle Aone with the mallet and tool ; and 
this I aferibe to the Romans ; for I apprehend, that during the 
general prevalency of the cuAoras of cremation and urn-burial 
among the Romans, tliey had not always rccourfe to the funeral 
pile, but that bodies were fometimes interred whole, and in 
their natural Aate. I have the futfrages of Kirchman [i/], 
Ainfworth [e], and Drake [/] ; and this is agreeable alfo to 
appearances here. Mr. Thomas Beckwith of York, who is 
now a member of the Society, informs me, that hearing of two 
Aone coffins, difeovered anno 1776, in the new inclofurcs at 
Acomb near York, he had the curiofity to go and view them, 
and faw them lying in the very place where they were found. 
He thinks they are Roman ; and the obfervations on which he 
grounds his opinion are fo juA and forcible, that I cannot 
but fubferibe to it ; and ffiall give them here abbreviately. 

“ The coffins were of the coarfe grit, the (ame as that at 
Plumpton near Knarelborough, which the Romans appear to 

[t] Thortfby, Muf. p. 561. , 

W P- 34a- 

[<] Monum. Kemp, p, 170. 

[/] Eborac. p. 63. 
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4 Mr. Peoge on the Twynham Stone Coffins. 

have been fond of, as many of their works in York are of that 
ftone. The coffins were a i inches thick on the fides, and the 
lids (which had a fillet raifed about i of an inch running 
down the middle) fomething thicker. 

“ They lay, one for a youth of 12 or 14 years of age, with 
the feet pointing nearly South; and the other, for a grown 
perfon, to the South-VVefi ; direftions and pofitions fo un- 
ufual in Chrifiian burial, that one mull conclude the coffins 
belonged to Pagans, and were more ancient than the converfion 
of the Romans and Britons in thefc parts. 

“ There is no account of any church, or religious houfe, 
cither at, or near, this place ; no foundations of any buildings 
found in plowing. It is about a mile N. W. from Acomb, where 
it is faid the body of the Emperor Severus was burnt : and when 
the lids were on the coffins, they could not be more than one 
quarter of a yard beneath the furface of the earth.” The man 
who found the coffins tdd Mr. Beckwith, that on their being 
firft opened, there appeared fomething like an human body ; but 
as foon as touched it loft its form, falling down and mixing 
with the water at the bottom of the coffins. 

These rcafons, Sir, all taken together, may feem fufficient 
to inforce a belief, that tlicfc bodies were interred during the 
P.agan ftatc of things here. “ Quae cum ita fint,” fays Mr. 
Ainfwortl), “ non compertum videtur omnes ilia* areas, quae 
•' multis locis cffbflae apud nos fuerunt, elTe Anglo-Saxonutn, 
“ ut vulgo perhibenfur. Sunt enim, quas etfi populi iftius cftc 
“ non abnegaverim, Romanis tamen nbjudicarc non aulim.” 
He concludes, “ Hacc obiter dicenda judicavihius, nc quis cre- 
“ mationem uuicam ct perpetuam fepulturae fuifle confuctu* 
“ dincm apud Romanos putaret[^].” 


[^] Monum. Kemp. p. i/i. 
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Mr, Pegge on the Twynham Slone CoJins. 5 

I COME, now, to the flone-coffin as ufcd by Chriftians. After 
cremation ceafed, on the Introdu<£hon of Chriftianity fuppofe [A], 
the believing Romans would generally betake themfelves to the 
ufc of farcophagi, and of various kinds, ftone, marble, lead, &c. 
The Romanized and Converted Britons would naturally do the 
fame, and place the bodies Eaft and Weft. As for the Saxons, 
they, as i'ucctffors of the Britons, would incline from the firft 
to adopt their pradlices, and then after that important event, 
the arrival of Auguftine the monk A. D. 596, and the con- 
verfion of the nation thereupon, coffins would univerfally take 
place, as likewife the mode of placing the body with the feet 
to the Eaft. Thus very foon after this, wc find St. Awdrey of 
Ely, laid in a marble coffin ; for Sexburga.abbefs of Ely, intend- 
ing to remove the body of her fiftcr Aedilreda, or Awdrey, into 
the church, direiftcd fome of the brethren to feek for a ftone 
“ de quo lacellum In hoc facere poffent." They, finding no ftone 
proper for the purpofe in the ifle, came to Graiitacacfter, “ et 
“ mox invenerunt juxta muros civitatis locdlum Je marmore albo 
“ pulcherrime JaElum, operculo cjuoque fimilis lapitlis aptiftime 
“ teiftum [/].” The Saxons» you obferve, were now greatly 
improved in ftone-cutting, and as this reccj>taclc was found ready 
prepared [;!], one is obliged to conclude, that the cuftom of 
making ftone-coffins had prevailed there fome time before. 
Tills is the oldeft inftance I have met with amongft the 
Saxons[/]; however, from this time downward, ftone-coffins 

[A] Ainfwonh, Monum. Kemp, p, 175. Thoretby, Muf, p. j6o. Kirch- 
min, p, I5« 

[^rj Bede, lib* tv. c* 19* 

[/] Bcdc wjuld have it underilood a$ a miracle, but bs this as it will, a Hone 
you fee was to be fought to make a coffii) of. 

[/J It was A. 695. Awdrey died 679, and ihis Wis 1^9 years after. Bede, I. c. 
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6 Mr. Pegge cn tht Twynhatn Smt Coffins. 

have been difcovered all over England, infomuch that it is necd- 
Jefi either to name the feveral places where they have been 
t'ounJ, or refer to the numerous authors who have mentioned 
them. 

In regard, now, to the fccond point, “ that the corps in )’Our 
coffins” lay on tlic ground without any ftones under them, 
bodies were depofited much in the fame manner, fo far as I 
have obferved, in the kiflvacns above-mentioned ; and from this 
circumftance again, your coffins. Sir, appear to be the produflion 
of a rude, barbarous, and very unpolifhed age. You will plcafe 
to remember, that whereas in a former paper on the birds bones, 
1 ventured to aflert your ‘Twynham to have been a place very 
anciently fettled; the prefent very old farcophagi found there, 
which muff be of the 4th century at leaff, amount, in my 
opinion, to a flrong additional proof of it. 

I am. Sir, 

Moft affcdlionately yours, 

SAMUEL PEGGE. 

Whittington, 19 Feb. 1777. 
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